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Martin 
By Kyle Basten 
Martin woke up to a tongue on his face. "Hen," he 
grumbled, "Hen get off." With a shove, he pushed the yellow lab 
off his chest and sat up. 
Martin was on his sofa in the living room, a bottle of cheap 
whiskey empty on the floor beside him. He scratched his patchy 
facial hair and looked around for a clock. He looked at Hen. "You 
want to go outside, don't you?" 
Hen Wen led Martin to her house before he realized where 
they were going. As soon as they rounded the block however, 
Martin halted. "No Hen, we're not going there." Hen Wen 
struggled against the leash. "Let's go to the park instead." 
Martin watched Hen Wen sniff her way around the dog 
park. She was obviously getting older. There were patches of 
gray around her eyes, her run had slowed to a jog, and she became 
content with just watching cars drive by instead of barking at 
them. 
Martin could remember a time when he would sit at the 
dog park and scribble down some sentences while Hen Wen 
played. Back then the words came naturally. It was fun back then. 
Back in his apartment, Martin took a cold shower. When 
he got out it was 10:22. He poured himself a bowl of store brand 
Cheerios and a glass of water. He poured Hen her bowl of kibble 
and she started scarfing it down. 
Martin left Hen Wen in the apartment and walked to a 
weekly Writer's Workshop at the library. Martin figured maybe 
they might be able to help him out with his rut. 
He sat at a table with three old women, one retired English 
teacher, and a teenage girl who was more interested in her phone 
than the speaker. The speaker was a poet from the nearest big 
city, talking about how the way a word sounds can change the 
way a phrase impacts a reader. This didn't really interest Martin. 
He knew how to write. Heck, he thought, I do have six books 
published. Throughout the workshop, the speaker kept glancing at 
Martin, trying to recognize him from somewhere. 
"Do I know you?" the speaker asked Martin after the 
workshop had ended. 
Martin hated when people recognized him. It was worse 
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two years ago but it still made him uncomfortable. "Maybe," 
Martin said. "My name is Martin Mackenzie." 
The speaker blinked. "Like the Martin Mackenzie? The 
Tales of Newgona Martin Mackenzie?" Martin gave a sigh and a 
forced smile. "I can't believe it," the speaker answered. "I loved 
your books. I never was much of a fantasy reader myself but I 
loved your books." 
"That's very kind of you ... uh ... " 
"Jose Molina" 
"Jose." Martin shifted uncomfortably and flashed another 
forced smile. They both waited for the other to speak. After a 
pause, Martin said, "Well it was nice talking to you," and turned to 
leave. 
"Wait, Mr. Mackenzie," Jose cried. "Martin, can we chat? 
Can I get you a cup of coffee or lunch or something?" 
Jose and Martin sat by a window in the local coffee shop. 
Jose got a latte and Martin ordered a basic coffee. 
"Now I'm not complaining," Jose started, "but why did you come 
to my Writer's Workshop? I mean I'm talking about word usage, 
and your writing is already beautiful. It's like poetry." 
Martin gave a snort at that. "Thanks," he sighed. "I don't 
know; I guess I came looking for some inspiration." 
"What do you mean?" Jose responded. "You could have 
written so many spin-offs from Tales of-" 
"No, no," Martin cut in. "That series is done and I don't 
want to keep going with it." 
"Why not?" Jose asked. 
"I guess I was bored with the characters," Martin answered. "I 
don't know. I'll leave the spin-offs to the internet," he chuckled. 
"So does this mean you have been working on something 
new?" When Jose asked this Martin looked out the window, 
unsure of how to respond. 
"Well... at one point I tried writing-" Martin interrupted 
himself. "Promise not to laugh at me," he said. "I tried writing 
romance novels." 
Jose shook his head, making sure he heard right. 
"Romance novels? After you wrote a series about a war between 
wizards and humans?" Martin took a sip of his coffee. "Wow. 
That's different." Jose took a drink. "Why?" 
"Why did I try romance?" Martin asked. After taking 
8 
another sip of coffee to think about his answer he said, "Well, I 
guess I had inspiration back then." 
Jose studied him. "Who was she?" he finally asked. 
*** 
Martin woke up to a tongue on his face. "Hen," he 
chuckled, "Hen get off!" With a push he shifted the yellow lab to 
the other side of his bed. 
Martin sat up. The sun was barely in the sky and just 
coming through the window. He gave a smile and looked at his 
dog. "Let's go for a walk." 
Martin watched Hen Wen bounce around the dog park. 
He brought his notebook with him and every once in a while he'd 
scribble down a word or phrase he wanted to use. He was in the 
middle of writing "the sun, like drops of golden rain" when he 
heard, "Oh, hey puppy!" 
He looked up to see Hen Wen jumping up on a young 
woman in a bright yellow sun dress. "Hen! Down!" Hen Wen 
looked to Martin and ran over to him, tail wagging. Putting Hen 
Wen on a leash, Martin walked over to the woman. 
''I'm so sorry about that. I'll pay for your dress if Hen 
ruined it," Martin said, eying the dirty paw prints on the yellow 
dress. 
"Oh no, it's fine," the woman answered. "This is an old 
dress anyway." She smiled at him and Martin noticed her white 
teeth. He noticed her soft pink lips. He noticed her bright hazel 
eyes, her chestnut hair, her soft, rounded chin. With an easy 
grace, she brushed off the prints and said, "See. Good as new." 
"That's good," Martin responded, looking down at his feet. 
He was wishing he wasn't wearing flip-flops and running shorts. 
Looking back up at her he said, "I still wish I could do something 
for you." 
"Well," she answered, drawing it out, "you could buy me 
some coffee." 
"Ok," Rebecca said, "Why'd you name your dog after a 
chicken?" 
The three of them, Rebecca, Ma1tin, and Hen Wen, had 
walked to the local coffee shop and were now sitting at a table near 
the back. Hen Wen was laying at Martin's feet while he drank a 
small coffee and Rebecca had mint tea. 
"What?" Martin answered, bewildered. "A chicken?" 
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"You named her Hen. Hen equals girl chicken," Rebecca 
explained. "Do you really like chickens?" 
Martin laughed out loud. "Her name's actually Hen Wen. 
It's from a book." He laughed again. "She's not a chicken." 
"So you like reading then?" she asked. 
"I do," Martin answered. "Well actually I'm a writer so I 
have to try to pay attention to what other writers are doing." 
"Have you written anything I've heard of?" 
"Well," Martin drew out, trying to create suspense and 
excitement, "I just published the last book in my series. Have you 
heard of The Tales of Newgona?" He was expecting shock and 
wonder on her face but instead she shook her head. "Oh, I guess 
you don't read much fantasy then." 
"Sorry. It sounds interesting though," she answered, trying 
to sound nice. 
"Thanks," Martin said, disheartened. "So what do you do?" 
"I own an antique store," she said. "It's just off the square." 
"Is today your day off?" Martin asked. 
"Actually yes," she responded. "The shop's closed on 
Tuesdays so I can go to the antique auction." She gave Martin a 
playful smile. "Or get jumped on by chicken-dogs." 
Martin was about to apologize again until he realized she 
was joking with him. Instead he rolled his eyes. 
Rebecca was still smiling at him when she pulled an 
antique gold pocket watch out of the folds of her dress. Her eyes 
grew wide when she checked the time. "Oh my gosh, I'm late!" 
she exclaimed. "The auction starts in four minutes. It was nice 
meeting you Martin." She scribbled something on a napkin, and 
handing it to him said, "Let's get dinner sometime." 
Martin watched her walk away, then checked the napkin. 
She left her number and her name. 
Rebecca Lafayette. 
Two days later, Martin was watching a YouTube video on 
how to tie a tie. He'd asked Rebecca to La Fleur, a fancy restaurant 
he'd never been to. It took three tries to get the knot to look right 
and with that he headed out. 
Her house was only a few blocks away but with the 
restaurant being in the next town, he was forced to drive. He took 
his old Dodge Neon to her house, wishing he had a cooler looking 
car. 
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When Rebecca opened the door, Martin was taken aback. 
The woman at the door was a completely different person than 
the woman in the park. The yellow sundress was replaced by a 
slim red cocktail dress. Her lips weren't a light pink but a dark red 
gloss. Her chestnut hair that was held back with bobby pins now 
draped her face in large curls. 
"How do I look?" she asked with a smile. 
Martin was speechless so he gave her an awkward thumbs-
up and a toothy smile. Rebecca sighed and shook her head. "Let's 
go," she laughed. 
They were sitting in a McDonald's parking lot with chicken 
nuggets and smoothies. "I still can't believe the size of those 
entrees. I'm pretty sure this nugget is bigger than my steak," 
Martin complained. 
"And what was up with that waiter?" Rebecca asked. "It 
looked like he was about to throw up the whole time." 
"He was making me sick, honestly," Martin responded. 
"And the valet," Rebecca continued. "It's like he would 
never want to be seen driving anything but a Rolls-Royce." She 
laughed and said, "Let's never do that again." 
After they finished their food, Martin drove her back to her 
house. He walked her up to the front door. 
"Well I had a good time," Rebecca said, taking Martin's 
hands. 
"Yes you did," Martin responded, regretting his response 
instantly. 
"Well," Rebecca hesitated, "I'd better be heading in." 
"It is getting kind of late," Martin replied. He was getting 
nervous. 
After some silence, Rebecca drawled, "Well ... " 
Martin knew she expected a kiss and his heart started 
thumping like a jackhammer. "Well..." Martin sighed. 
She looked him in the eyes and, with a sudden impulse, 
Martin jerked in for a kiss. It surprised both her and Martin. The 
impulsiveness surprised Martin so much that he gasped when 
their lips touched. He compared the kiss to a vacuum cleaner in 
his mind and pulled away. 
He gave an awkward smile and she gave the same right 
back. "That was bad," Martin said. 
"Yeah it was," Rebecca agreed. 
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"Can I try again?" Martin asked. Rebecca nodded and this 
time, Martin gave her a good kiss. 
Martin was sitting behind the register at the antique store, 
browsing a Civil War photo collection book. He'd rather be writing 
but he knew he can't write with distractions around. To write his 
Newgona series, Martin had to lock himself in the empty spare 
bedroom with only a pen and notebook for weeks. In the park 
or coffee house he could write phrases but those places are too 
distracting for real writing. 
The bells on the front door jingled and Martin looked up. 
Rebecca walked in. "Hey babe," Martin said. 
"Has it been busy?" she asked. Martin responded no 
and Rebecca said, "I didn't think so." She sighed, "There wasn't 
anything good at this auction. It was a complete waste of time." 
She looked at Martin's book. "You've been reading?" 
"Yeah," Martin said. "Well it's more of a picture book but 
yeah, reading." 
"You should get back to writing," Rebecca said. "You can't 
live off Newgona forever you know." 
"I know, I just need something to write about." 
"You'll find something," she answered. "You should try 
your hand at poetry. I love poetry." 
Martin hated poetry - both reading and writing - but said, 
"Yeah, maybe." 
Martin had his arm around Rebecca while they watched 
some romantic comedy featuring Ryan Reynolds. Rebecca was 
enjoying it but Martin was preoccupied with something else. 
Rebecca had been getting on him to write more and Martin 
had been thinking about it all the time. He decided to try his hand 
at romantic novels. And his inspiration was curled up next to him. 
Martin balled up a piece of paper and threw it at the trash 
can. It landed by the others on the floor. In the last three hours, 
Martin managed only a few paragraphs. 
The rustle of paper balls behind him made him look up. 
Rebecca was standing there in a pink dress putting her pearl 
earrings in. "Jesus, Marty, you're not even getting ready?" she 
sighed. 
Martin froze before remembering their dinner date at the 
small bistro opening up. "You know how much this means to me," 
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Rebecca said. "One of my best friends from high school is opening 
up a restaurant and you're not ready." 
Martin looked down at himself sitting on the floor in his 
old t-shirt and boxers surrounded only by balls of paper. "I'm 
sorry, I guess I lost track of time,'' he tried explaining. 
"Hurry up," Rebecca said. ''I'll be in the car." 
Martin was just noticing his mismatched shoes when 
Rebecca asked, "Which one do you want Marty?" 
He looked up with a blank expression on his face. Rebecca 
gave an exasperated sigh. "We'll have the Brianna, Henry." 
"Great ," said Henry with a wink. "Just as long as you don't 
drink it like your morn's Pinot." 
Rebecca laughed, "That was like ten years ago. Don't you 
think I know my limits now?" 
"I don't know ... " Henry replied. "All I do know is that 
it only takes half a bottle until you can't keep your hands to 
yourself," he said, giving Martin a nudge. 
Rebecca gave him a playful slap on the arm. "We don't talk 
about that," she laughed. 
''I'll go get you that Brianna," Henry said, still laughing. 
"Don't drink too much." 
Rebecca laughed and waved him off. She looked back at 
Martin. "So what do you think of Henry?" 
"He's ok,'' Martin responded. When he didn't say more, 
Rebecca sighed. They sat for a few minutes in silence until Henry 
came back with a bottle of wine in an ice bucket. He set it on the 
table and started pouring it into two glasses. 
"So I was thinking about throwing a grand opening party 
after I close if you guys are interested," Henry asked. 
"That sounds like a great time," Rebecca said. 
"Yeah, great," Martin echoed. 
"Sweet! It's at my place," Henry exclaimed. "I live on the 
second story of the restaurant." 
"We'll be there," Rebecca said. 
"Look, I'm glad you're writing again, but I'm tired of doing 
things on my own." Rebecca was standing in the doorway of the 
writing room. 
"I thought you really wanted to see this movie without me 
interrupting it. You know how I can't watch a movie in silence." 
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"You don't get it! It's not about the movie. It's about the 
people I see it with," Rebecca snapped. 
"Don't you have other friends? I'm sure Henry would love 
to spend some time with you." Martin sighed, "And I just got to the 
good part of my story ... " 
Rebecca took a deep breath before responding. "Fine. Keep 
working and I'll go see the movie with Henry. Hopefully he's free 
tonight." With that, she turned and stomped out of the apartment. 
Hen Wen watched her leave out the window then 
sauntered over to Martin. She laid next to him, placing her head 
on his lap. Martin gave her a scratch behind the ears. "Should I 
have gone with her Hen?" he asked. 
Hen looked up at him with her big brown eyes, then put 
her head back in his lap. "You're right," Martin said, lying back on 
the floor. "You're always right." 
Martin was waiting for Rebecca on the front steps of her 
little house. He'd brought a John Green book, trying to figure out 
what John did so right in his romance that Martin was doing so 
wrong. 
Hen was lying next to him, listening to him read it quietly, 
watching the few cars that drove down the street. Occasionally a 
light "ruff" would emanate from the lab. 
Martin was through a quarter of the book when Hen Wen 
got up to watch a car turn into the driveway. Rebecca opened 
the passenger side door and Hen rushed over, eager for some 
attention. 
"Hey puppy," Rebecca whispered. "I didn't expect you 
here." When she said this, she looked up at Martin. 
Martin stood up and walked towards her. 'Tm sorry. I've 
never done this before, any of this, and I'm trying to make my 
worlds right, both of them. It's hard to balance both sides of this 
but I'm figuring it out with-" 
Interrupting him, Henry leaned over to the passenger side 
and said, ''I'm going to need to get back. I think I left the oven on." 
He handed Rebecca her purse and to Martin said, "The movie was 
great by the way." 
Martin just blinked at him, trying to understand why he 
interrupted his beautiful, albeit John-Green-esque, apology. All 
he could think to say was, "Oh, okay then." 
14 
Martin was done. Ok, he told himself, not quite done 
since he still hadn't done any real editing, but his rough draft was 
finished. He decided to call Rebecca. 
''I'm sorry, I'd love to go to dinner, but Henry's got concert 
tickets. I'm sure I told you before," Rebecca replied when Martin 
offered dinner downtown. 
"Yeah, you told me. I remember now," Martin said, unsure 
if that was true or not. 
"How about tomorrow? I'd love to go out with you 
tomorrow!" Martin agreed to this compromise. 
After hanging up, he looked at Hen Wen. "Well," he said, 
"I guess this'll be like Newgona then." And just like when he 
finished his rough draft of Newgona, he opened up a moderately 
priced bottle of whiskey and started watching Lord of the Rings. 
In order to surprise Rebecca, Martin had decided to try to 
edit the whole story in as short a time as possible. He spent days 
on end in that room, only leaving it when he needed the bathroom, 
became hungry, or heard Hen Wen pawing at the door. Sometimes 
Rebecca would stop by and Hen would jump all over her, eager for 
somebody to play with. 
After a long time without shaving, showering, or sleep, 
Martin had it. He held in his shaking, sleep-deprived hands a copy 
worthy of submitting to his publisher. 
Then, after the mail man took it away, the dread and 
anxious waiting set in. On the good end, the editors might offer 
some suggestions or rewrites. On the bad end, they might offer a 
fireplace to burn it. And all Martin could do is wait for a reply. 
He started walking the block. He'd walk along the 
riverfront and look across to the other side. Hen Wen loved the 
change of pace. Finally, she was able to explore the new sights, 
sounds, and smells. Sure he hadn't shaved yet, but at least he was 
going outside again. 
After a few dozen cups of coffee, and a dozen more miles 
walked, the blessed, evil, hopeful letter he had been expecting had 
arrived. 
He couldn't open it. He didn't want to even look at it. 
Maybe he'd changed writing styles too much. Maybe the change 
was too jarring for his publisher. He needed courage, and he 
needed someone to help him open the letter. He decided to go to 
Rebecca. After all, this was Rebecca's surprise. 
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Martin shaved off his patchy beard. He took a long, hot 
shower using extra shampoo and soap to remove the grime of 
stress and worry. He combed back his hair so it didn't look too 
grown out. He donned a sport coat and matching dress shoes, and 
braced himself. 
It was nearing night as Martin walked to Rebecca's house. 
He was feeling much better. The air was a little humid on this 
Indian summer day. The grass was freshly mowed. Martin was 
confident. 
He waved to neighbors and cars passing by. He jumped a 
hopscotch that was chalked in on the sidewalk. He wondered at 
the street lamps that came to life just as it was getting dark. 
Nothing could stand in Martin's way. Now he was 
absolutely sure his publisher loved his story. It was a change of 
pace but it felt good, and in a world that grew more cynical and 
depressing every day, a pretty little romance would help a lot. 
He walked up to Rebecca's house, glanced in the front 
window as he passed by, and went to the door. He stopped. 
Martin went back to the window. There, on the couch in the living 
room, Rebecca was locked in the embrace of Henry, clothes strewn 
across the floor. 
Martin's heart stopped, waited, then started pounding like 
never before. His vision went in and out. His legs felt fuzzy. His 
hands weren't trembling, they were shaking. 
He wanted to scream. He wanted to yell out. He felt the 
outrage building up. 
So he left. He kept quiet and left. 
Halfway back home he screamed. He yelled. He swore like the 
words themselves could fix the situation. He kicked over a trash 
can. He reset it, then kicked it again harder. 
He looked down in his fist and saw the crumpled envelope, 
unopened. He shredded it and threw the scraps deep into the trash 
can, then kicked it away from him. 
Then he cried. He sat down on the curb, next to all the 
chaos he caused, and as all the people in their houses peeked 
through their blinds at the lunatic in the streets, he cried. 
-X--X--l' 
After a short pause, Martin checked his phone and said, "I 
really have to go Jose." He sighed. "I just don't want to talk about 
it." 
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Jose looked at him. "We could talk about something else if 
you'd like." 
''I'm sorry," Martin said, getting up. "I really have to go." 
Martin started walking away. 
"Wait," Jose said. He scribbled something on a napkin and 
handing it to him said, "In case you do want to talk." 
Martin checked the napkin. He left his number and his 
name. 
"Thanks." 
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